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FREEDOM OF THE SEAS

TO GENERAL ARMSTRONG, MINISTER OF THE UNITED STATES

OF AMERICA

SCHONBRUNN, May 18, 1809.

M. DE CHAMPAGNY, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, has
submitted to H.M. the Emperor and King various letters
from His Excellency the Minister of the United States of
America. He has been instructed to make the following
answer.

The seas belong to all nations. Every vessel, so long as it
sails under some national flag, and is recognised and
acknowledged by that nation, ought to be as free on the
high seas as in its own home ports. The flag flown at the
mast-head of a merchantman should be as fully respected
as the flag that flies on a village church-tower.

In the event of war between two maritime powers,
neutrals ought not to submit to laws passed by either
side. It should be understood that every ship is protected by
its flag, and that any power violating it thereby declares war
on the power to which it belongs. To insult a merchant
vessel carrying the flag of another power is equivalent to
invading a village or colony belonging to that power. His
Majesty hereby declares that he regards the ships of all
nations as floating colonies, and as part of their national
territory. It follows from this principle that the sovereignty
and independence of any nation can claim protection from
neighbouring powers. If a French citizen were to be insulted
in an American port or colony, the government of the
United States would not disclaim responsibility. Similarly
the government of the United States ought to be held re-
sponsible for any violation of French property on board
an American vessel, or floating colony. Otherwise, this
government proving itself unable to guarantee the integrity
of its rights, and the liberty of its flag, His Majesty is bound
to consider American vessels as denationalised, and no